Anil Bhatt
In general, poverty alleviation programmes (PAPs) have been ineffective because of various factors : the selection of the activity is faulty or the intended beneficiaries are not clearly defined or the procedures for identifying beneficiaries leave much to be desired. An important need, therefore, is to identify certain critical elements which will help in improving the design of PAPs.
Based on the experiences of some governmental and voluntary efforts in the Asian region, Anil Bhatt discusses the more critical components and concludes that poverty alleviation is a tough and difficult proposition and calls for imaginative and unorthodox political and administrative changes.
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There was a growing realization by the mid seventies in the poverty ridden countries of Asia that economic growth and general development efforts had made little dent on the problem of poverty. On the contrary, there has been evidence that in some Asian countries, there has been significant and in a few cases even dramatic general economic growth in terms of higher GNPs, higher agricultural and industrial growth and social development. And yet poverty continued to persist or even escalate.
It took some time before the realization came that poverty ratios 2 could be growth neutral. In other words, poverty exists not only because developing countries are generally poor but also because of the highly inegalitarian and exploitative character of social, economic and political relationships.
It was felt necessary, therefore, to do something directly about poverty at the ground level instead of relying only on general macro level growth in the hope that a rise in GNP and per capita income will automatically percolate down to the poor.
In the late seventies and in the early eighties, several countries in South and South East Asia launched what are known as Poverty Alleviation Programmes (PAP) or Poverty Focused Programmes (PFP). Some countries like Philippines in the post-Marcos regime and in India during the Indira Gandhi regime declared war on poverty. Underlying the launching of PAP was the acceptance that if the poor and particularly the very poor (variously referred to as the "poorest of the poor," "bottom 20-30 per cent," "ultra poor," "absolute poor" etc.) are to be helped, they will have to be protected and insulated from their socioeconomic and political context through separate and exclusive support. Some countries have taken a different stand. Countries in the region like Indonesia and Thailand have been reluctant to legislate for exclusive and specific J'AP mainly because of the fear of creating social cleavages and dissensions. But even in these countries, much greater emphasis is given to poverty alleviation activities through general rural and urban development programmes.
However, nearly a decade of the functioning of even the direct poverty alleviation efforts have not shown very encouraging results. This is because many weaknesses have been found in the design of these programmes and in the delivery systems. The managerial and socio-political impediments that have plagued all earlier rural development programmes which made it difficult for the poor to benefit from them as indicated by research evidence, have continued to affect PAPs.
The design of a programme is important in that it is the very basis on which the success of achieving the objectives of a programme hinges. Alluding to the need for a 'very careful design/ Professor Yunus of the Grameen Bank in Bangladesh says: "Poverty Focused Programmes, though they are a radically different breed of programmes, are designed in an ad hoc manner by 'all season' experts. They use a new language and the word poor is inserted here and there. In most countries, PFPs are a small part of a much bigger development project portfolio. They get adopted in an ad hoc manner. If the PFPs are to be at all effective, fundamental departure from the past must take place in analytical framework, in approach and in attitude of the designers. Weaknesses in design and in implementation are phenomenal." 3 It is to fill this lacuna that this paper proposes to develop a profile of elements which are critical in the design of PAPs based on the experiences of some governmental and voluntary groups engaged in this sphere, of activity in the Asian region. While there are many major and minor elements that go into the formulation of any programme, the focus in this paper will be only on more critical components in the design of PAP.
Exclusive Programme
The first and the most important factor in the design process is that the programme must be formulated exclusively for the poor. Experiences in most countries have repeatedly shown that when PAPs are part of a general rural development effort, they never reach the poor.
That the benefits meant for the poor are siphoned off by the rich and well-to-do is an empirical fact that runs like a dirge through all the studies including official evaluations of rural development programmes.
The problem of lack of access of the poor to the benefit of PAPs arises primarily though not entirely because they are not oriented exclusively to the poor.
In a highly inegalitarian rural structure, the poor have to be separated and insulated from the existing power structure. And the necessary though not sufficient condition for this is to have programmes which are directed to the poor.
Who should be Classified as Poor?
The second important question in the design for operational purposes is to define unambiguously who should be categorized as poor. Often, in most government programmes, the word poor is used interchangeably with rural, small farmer, people in 'backward' areas, a particular social group like scheduled caste and scheduled tribe as in the case of India and so on.
There has been a tendency in developing countries to take a romantic view of the village in which the entire rural population is considered as poor, backward, innocent, simple and God's good men. Rural communities are also considered as homogeneous. But empirical studies show that most rural communities are highly inegalitarian, hierarchical and stratified. Social, political and economic divisions are elaborate and all pervasive.
It is conceptually untenable to identify fanners, even small and marginal farmers, as representing the totality of the poor. Such a definition would straightaway exclude the landless, wage labourers and above all women. Sri Lanka, for instance, in its Janasaviya programme defined the poor as those who hold food coupons (under the food for work programme). This has proved to be a very inadequate definition. 4 Experience suggests that the poorest of the poor are generally landless or bonded labourers and women. SEW A, the Self-Employed Women's Association in India through its long experience and systematic studies found that among the poor self-employed workers, women constitute a significant number. They earn more than fifty per cent of the family income and yet they are totally assetless. Till recently, none of the development programmes included women as a category among the poorer sections.
It has been found that more effective poverty programmes are either exclusively for women or at least place a special emphasis on women as a category. The Bharat Agro Industries Foundation's (BAIF) 5 project in Vansda, a Western Indian tribal area, though not exclusively for women, has nearly fifty per cent women participants with some special and exclusive activities for them. The experience of successful poverty programmes, therefore, suggests that income, assets and gender are more valid determinants of what constitutes poverty and of who qualifies for categorization as poor.
Identification of Poor
Defining who is poor is important but to identify the person who meets the criteria at the operational level for inclusion in a given PAP is equally important. Most large government programmes like the Integrated Rural Development Programmes in India have failed precisely on this count. The not so poor somehow smuggle themselves in.
In societies where corruption is rampant and where rural elites dominate the power structure, this issue becomes all the more important. The common joke about IRDP in India, the biggest PAP in the region, is that one buffalo goes round and round yielding more subsidy than milk. Most studies and evaluations of IRDP indicated that loans and subsidies meant for the poor were taken away by the affluent and the powerful in the village. This is because while the definition of the poor was based on the income criterion, the mechanism of determining individual income and identifying the poor was ineffective. Later on, when it was decided that the Gramsabha, a gathering of the whole adult population of the village, would in an open meeting identify the poor for IRDP credit and subsidy, the situation improved marginally though not entirely satisfactorily.
An open system of identification with repeated checks and cross-checks and the accountability of the functionary who is given the task of identifying the poor is very important.
If the criterion is income or assets held, a flying visit to a village cannot facilitate the determination of income for purposes of determining the poor. The Grameen Bank workers of Bangladesh spend several weeks in a village before the first group of the village poor is constituted. Thus, intelligent, sound and sometimes unorthodox mechanisms will have to be developed for actually identifying the poor.
Activity for Poverty Alleviation
Another critical element in the design is the activity selected for alleviating poverty.
All successful programmes -the KKK in Philippines, BAIF and SEWA in India, PCRW in Nepal, SFDP in Nepal and Thailand and the Grameen Bank in Bangladesh have economic developments as the main activity for poverty alleviation. Experience suggests that for the very poor it has to be a direct attack on poverty itself. Indirect poverty alleviation measures through social development activities like health, education, housing or general community level infrastructure development activities like roads, hospitals, wells, transportation, electricity or telephones by themselves do not help the poor, more particularly the lower rungs of the poor.
In successful programmes even when these social infrastructure development activities are included either they are included later on or at best concurrently as a supplementary activity. The main or what may be called anchor activity is the economic activity.
Even in economic activity, it is very important to decide which activity is to be taken up. Here again experience suggests that if one really wants to alleviate poverty on a permanent basis, then it has to be an activity which brings higher levels of income on a consistent and continuous basis. Generally, activities dealing with self employment which help in building capital, assets and skills are relatively more effective.
The Grameen Bank provides credit for self employment, so does SEWA though only for women. KKK in Philippines and PCRW in Nepal also provide credit. This credit then is used for self employment for trading and small enterprise activities which build capital and assets. BAIFs tribal development project in India provides wage employment which is harnessed to develop a one acre unit farm for growing fruit and for raising forest trees. Using the National Rural Employment Programme which provides wages, they enable the poor tribals of the area to develop a farm on a one acre area. The wages earned released the tribals from the clutches of moneylenders and landlords and also rendered unnecessary their seasonal migration. Within five years, the farm is sufficiently developed with fruit and forest trees to enable them to earn their livelihood.
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Wage employment activities alone are not found to be effective. Food for Work and other wage employment programmes like NREP in India at best prove to be a temporary relief. The wage earners soon relapse into poverty. They do not have any asset or capital base to fall back upon once wage employment is stopped. "Wage to a poor man is a consolation. Wage employment is not a happy road to reduction of poverty. Removal or reduction of poverty is a continuous process of creation of assets, so that the asset base of the poor becomes stronger at each economic cycle. Self employment supported by credit has more potential for improving the asset base than mere wage employment." 9 The third important factor in poverty alleviation activity is to provide for minimum backward and forward linkages for the anchor activity at least in the initial stages. These could facilitate procurement of raw materials and equipments, manufacturing and marketing. Such measures can buffer the poor against the exploitation of those who control materials and markets at least till they become strong enough in terms of assets, capital, skills and bargaining power.
Duration of the Programme
A further important element in the effectiveness of the programme is the question of duration of support for each poor person or household. Considerable time is required for a poor person to emerge from poverty and become strong enough to survive without relapsing back into poverty. One time subsidy, loan or the dole of some equipment does not exactly contribute to selfreliance. BAIF, for instance, continues to provide wage employment for 4 to 5 years and even after that provides technical help, marketing support as well as inputs like seeds, water and so on. SEW A repeatedly .provides credit and other support on a continuous basis. The Grameen Bank continues its support for ten years or more.
Many government programmes go on for years, allocate millions to the programme as such but provide paltry amounts to individual beneficiaries for too short a period. IRDP in India at best gives two rounds of loans and subsidy. While government provides millions to large and small industrial units by way of loans on a regular basis for decades, they are very reluctant to extend loans and other support for a sufficiently long period of time so that the poor beneficiary has sufficient time and leeway to build his or her own capital and asset base. BAIF's experience suggests that even in an economically and efficiently managed programme, it takes five to seven years and nearly Rs 30,000 per poor household to be able to build assets and skills to overcome poverty and to reduce the chances of relapse. After all, poverty alleviation is a long term affair. 10 It is often forgotten that money spent in the programme particularly by way of credit is an investment. "One shot programmes are totally ineffective." 11 
Performance of the Delivery System
Effective poverty alleviation programmes have a very fine blend of centralization and decentralization.
Enough flexibility and freedom in decision making is provided at operational levels. Even the beneficiaries participate in decision making. There is a lot of scope for discussions, debates and feedback from lower levels. The Grameen Bank provides considerable scope for branch managers to make innovations. They do not even have to report failures in the course of innovative efforts. Thus, sufficient room is given to operating levels of the delivery system to experiment and to innovate. On the other hand, there is close supervision, checks and inspection and periodical meetings at various levels for detailed assessment of individual contributions with the accent on performance.
In most government programmes, frontline staff have practically no freedom or flexibility to make changes or to attempt innovations. Participation from beneficiaries, if any, is nominal and mechanistic. There is neither the culture nor the mechanisms for frequent and effective inputs and feedback from the grassroots level.
On the other hand, there is hardly any effective supervision or control. There is no checking and cross checking and no individual responsibility. Incompetent, lazy, negligent or corrupt field level functionaries and officials can get away with just about anything. A good performer is not rewarded nor a bad performer punished. In IRDP in India, there is widespread incidence of corruption, mismanagement, waste, pilferage and delays. Yet, there is hardly any effective provision in the programme to control these negative practices. In spite of rampant corruption, no government or bank official ever gets punished.
All effective PAPs use close supervision, ensure effective control on malpractices and inculcate a performance orientation in both the staff as well as the beneficiaries.
Performance of the Beneficiaries
As there is an insistence on the performance of the delivery system so is there an insistence on the performance of the beneficiaries.
The utilization of credit for the purpose for which it is given is nearly hundred per cent in all successful poverty programmes. There is no compromise on recovery. Even if it calls for considerable expenditure on overheads as one has to employ more supervisory and field level staff, SEWA categorically states that not a single rupee is written off and if people are defaulters in repayment they are threatened with even litigation. The Grameen Bank is very strict about giving credit.
Beneficiaries have to form themselves into groups with
16 Vikalpa five members. Initially, only two of the poorer members of the group are given credit. After seeing their performance two other members are given credit. The chairman of the group gets the credit last. The whole group is responsible for repayment of each individual member. The Grameen Bank, over a period of twelve years, has consistently achieved near hundred per cent recovery. In fact, credit and recovery are two very basic foundations of the Grameen Bank programme in Bangladesh. Yunus says that credit for the poor should be a basic human right. But he also says that credit without recovery is charity and to those who want to replicate Grameen Bank he warns that if the recovery rate is not near hundred per cent then it is not a Grameen Bank. 12 The Grameen Bank has other conditions which have come to be known as sixteen decisions. There is a regime of physical exercises that participants perform in order to create discipline and a sense of brotherhood. They also resolve not to take or give dowry, to use dug pits for toilet, to send children to school and so on. BAIF stopped help and support to some of the project participants when they did not work hard enough or if they were found to be consuming alcohol or tried to employ others on the farm instead of working themselves. Many successful PAPs have compulsory savings schemes.
One commonly finds government officials implementing development programmes complaining that the beneficiaries are lazy, unreasonable, ungrateful about the support and services they receive and also dishonest. Their common complaint is people want free money and services and do not want to do anything themselves. As against this view, the experience of effective poverty programmes in the non-governmental sector shows that people show amazing willingness and enthusiasm to comply with all kinds of stringent requirements and conditions. The IRDP in India gives a substantial amount of subsidy, its interest rates for loans are low and yet its recovery is very poor. In comparison, the Grameen Bank charges 16 per cent interest and its recovery is 97 per cent. SEWA charges 12 to 14 per cent interest and its recovery rate is about 80 per cent.
In successful poverty alleviation efforts, participants are given enough attention, their needs and views are respected, they are given all the support and help but performance is also demanded from them with equal determination. In poverty alleviation, the cardinal principle is that the poor are to be empowered and not pampered.
Mobilization, Organization and Participation
Mobilization and organization of the poor becomes an important element in poverty alleviation activity. This is necessary to empower them in terms of information, knowledge, skills and consciousness about larger social, economic and political environment. It empowers them to stand up against the powerful forces of domination and exploitation.
All successful PAPs have a very intensive component of information, awareness and education as well as some mechanisms of organization of the poor.
In the BAIF programme, all the participants are organized into a planning committee. Every 20 participants select one representative in this committee. There is equal representation of men and women in the planning committee. The role of the beneficiaries both in planning and implementation of activities is substantial.
SEWA organizes its participants into trade unions, cooperative societies, banks and other groupings. Participants have representation in various decision making bodies. The chairperson of SEWA is a woman who sells indigenous toothbrushes prepared out of neem tree twigs on the footpath.
The Grameen Bank organizes all participants in groups. Nine out of 13 directors of the bank were originally borrowers and participants of the programme.
All these programmes have intensive education and training activities with a variety of methods that help build skills, capabilities and the confidence of the poor.
Exclusive and Separate Delivery System
Finally, PAPs need separate and exclusive delivery systems or implementing machinery. The needs and requirements of implementing these programmes are very different from implementing a law and order system or other general developmental activities.
Governments often launch new and exclusive PAPs. But these are managed and implemented by the archaic bureaucratic system and its retinue of rule bound officials and functionaries. They are governed by the same procedures, rules, regulations, systems of recruitment, promotion, reward and punishment, constrictive standardization and a hierarchical chain of command.
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Both IRDP and NREP in India are government programmes meant for the poor but both are implemented at the field level by the block development agency personnel to whom IRDP is just one among many activities. For other activities, they have to interact with politicians who are formally or informally their bosses. DRDA is an agency at the district level created specifically for these programmes. But it is in fact only a planning, coordinating and overseeing agency and has no direct administrative power or control over the field level functionaries who actually do the work of identifying the poor and disburse loans, subsidies, etc. While IRDP is a special programme with special provisions, it does not have a separate implementing machinery.
Poverty alleviation endeavors require a different delivery system with its own recruitment, promotion, reward and punishment systems, its own system of monitoring and supervision, and its own system of organization and management.
One common objection is that it would create a parallel system. In fact, like the parallel economy, there is already a parallel administration because of tremendous political pressure. In the prevailing political ethos, the administrator has learned to operate in a dual as well as parallel fashion. One is the formal official side where all rules, regulations, procedures, paper work, rigidity and delays are observed, and is meant for ordinary citizens in transacting normal business in routine situations.
Parallel to this is the non-official side which deals with politicians and their men, administrators and their men, the powerful and the rich. Here rules, procedures, paper work, norms, hierarchy and chain of command become secondary; sanctions are given overnight and implementation is quick. On this parallel side, the bureaucrat shows remarkable flexibility and dynamism. But the parallel administration caters mainly to the powerful, rich and corrupt. 13 Another objection that is often put forward is that we have already too many separate, autonomous and ad hoc agencies and structures outside the normal administrative set up of the departments. Thus it is said that we have several boards, agencies, corporations, special authorities which have not performed particularly well. Though it is a fact that we have too many such separate and ad hoc structures, these are at best broad, formal, macro-organizational structures. Within these structures, all operating systems have a close resemblance to various departments of the government.
The issue of exclusive delivery system along with exclusive programme is so important that it is appropriate to quote Yunus of the Grameen Bank at some length.
"Exclusiveness should not limit itself to the client level, it should extend up to the implementing machinery level too. A delivery mechanism which is entrusted to deliver all kinds of goods to all kinds of people will always cater to the richest and powerful among the clientele.
Specialized Delivery Mechanisms for the PFPs will require specialized people starting from planning and designing level down to the person to person contact level in the field. If one accepts the proposition that the PFPs are a new breed of programmes, one has to agree that they need a new breed of people to put them together and to manage them.
It is another inexorable law of nature. If one has to deliver anything to the poor, the delivery mechanism has to be designed and operated exclusively for the poor. There are no two ways about it." 
Conclusion
The proposals discussed so far for the design of PAPs do call for radical measures. People's initiatives and voluntary action have helped in identifying the key elements in programme design. However, it must be conceded that there is a limit to the expansion and extension of voluntary action. Often after good initial work at the grassroots level, exhaustion and stagnation sets in leading to distortions in their organization's as well as in their work. There is an urgent need for continuous innovation and willingness to break away from the routine and conventional way of doing things. The elements identified by this study as critical for the design of poverty alleviation programmes provide a sound basis for bold experimentation in this vital area of the development process of nation states.
